The Political Advance, of
Backward Peoples

By LEONARD WOOLF

The backward peoples of the Colonial Empire are to be found
mainly in Africa, though there are also some in the Pacific
islands. This essay will therefore be mainly concerned with the
fourteen African colonies which contain a population of nearly
50,000,000 Africans. The vast majority belong to the category
of primitive or backward peoples; they live in primitive and
often tribal societies; they are uneducated and illiterate, terribly
poor, and ravaged by the major tropical diseases. They are
incapable in their present condition of dealing intelligently
and efficiently with the political and economic problems which
the impact of European civilization, and particularly the econo-
mic system of Europe, is imposing upon them. Ever since the
partition of Africa in the last century and their incorporation
within the British Empire, they have been subject to British
rule and administration, and except in purely local or tribal
matters, they have had no say in the determination or manage-
ment of their own affairs.1

This essay deals with a single question: what is to be the
political future of these peoples ? Is it our intention to keep them
permanently in a state of complete political tutelage or even-
tually to give them self-government? And if our goal is the
government of Africans by Africans, what are the stages and
training which we envisage for the transition from political
subjection to political responsibility?

Most of these colonies were acquired and were incorporated
in the Empire during the second half of the nineteenth century,
and it was during the same period .that the. main structure of

1 As regards the recent developments of "indirect rule" in Nigeria,
this statement will be considered by many people to need qualification.
The subject will be dealt with below.